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A NEW IDEA IN HIGH-SCHOOL DISCUSSION CONTESTS' 



ROSS F. LOCKRIDGE 
Citizens' League of Indiana, Fort Wayne, Indiana 



As secretary of the Debating and Public Discussion Section of 
the Indiana University Extension Division for the year 1913-14, 
it was my privilege to establish and conduct the Indiana High- 
School Discussion League. The primary purpose of this movement 
was civic rather than academic. It was definitely founded with the 
view of aiding the people of Indiana to deal with a most important 
civic issue pending popular decision. Of equal importance was 
the opportunity offered for the nurture of civic conscience in the 
student participants. Training in public speaking and the promo- 
tion of interscholastic contest were of secondary importance. 

The program committee has asked me to discuss this movement 
as a "New Idea in High-School Discussion Contests." Let me 
state this idea broadly. The basic purpose of our public speaking 
and debating contests, in so far as vital civic subjects are used, 
should be the direct promotion of concrete civic development in 
school and community alike. 

The Indiana legislature of 1 913 submitted the referred question, 
"Are you in favor of a constitutional convention in the year 1915 ?" 
to be voted upon by independent ballot at the general election 
November 3, 1914. "New Constitution for Indiana" was the 
topic chosen for discussion in every contest of the series of the 
Indiana High-School Discussion League. 

The University Extension Division had direct charge of the 
state organization. A committeeman was appointed for each of 
the thirteen congressional districts. The district committeeman 
appointed a chairman for each county of his district. The League 
series consisted of four contests, local, county, district, and state. 
The local school authorities had charge of the local contest; the 
county chairman, of the county contest; the district committeeman, 
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of the district contest; and the University Extension Division, of 
the state contest, with general supervision of the entire series. 
Uniform dates were fixed for each of the series, and uniform rules 
and regulations governed all contests. 

The proposition of a constitutional convention for Indiana 
involved, of course, primarily, the question whether or not Indiana 
was in need of a new constitution or of constitutional reforms of any 
nature. The topic contained the broadest possible suggestion of 
the situation without limitation of any kind. Discussion of this 
topic demanded a searching inquiry into the merits and defects of 
our present constitution. It involved consideration of the general 
policy of constitutional revision by convention or by amendment 
in case a need of revision should be found to exist. This discussion 
furthermore called forth the possible application of proposed 
reforms such as initiative and referendum, recall, short ballot, 
primary elections, proportional representation, home rule for cities, 
workmen's compensation, tax reforms, prohibition of the liquor 
traffic, woman's suffrage, etc. Each of these and many other civic 
issues became concrete and vital in Indiana by reason of the pending 
question of calling a constitutional convention. 

Of course a thorough understanding of Indiana history and 
civics was necessary for an adequate discussion of the subject, and 
the movement called forth the best educational and civic endeavor. 
Literature in the form of bulletins and package libraries upon all 
phases of the subject was furnished by the University. 

The contest was individual. The winner of a local contest 
represented his school in the county contest, and the survivor of the 
county contest participated in the district contest. The winners 
representing the thirteen congressional districts competed for state 
honors in the final contest at the University. This was the climax 
of the series. 

Every contest was a public discussion in which each participant 
chose his own point of view. The time allotted was eight minutes 
for a constructive speech and three minutes for a rebuttal speech. 
The order of speeches was determined by lot immediately before 
the contest, and prevailed alike in constructive and rebuttal 
speeches. The utmost freedom of opinion was encouraged and 
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practically every contest was a well-rounded product covering all 
phases of the proposition. Every contestant appeared in the 
capacity of a civic spokesman, for he was expressing his conviction 
upon a vital civic problem. The freshness of sincerity prevailed 
throughout. Repetition served as emphasis of deserving truths. 
Judgment was rendered upon the basis of effective discussion, con- 
sidering both thought and delivery. 

One hundred and seventy-nine schools enrolled in the League, 
and one or more public contests were held in communities through- 
out the state. Voters attended these contests for the information 
to be derived. At many of the contests sample referendum ballots 
were given the audience for expression upon the merits of the propo- 
sition at the close of the discussion. A stenotj^ie report of the final 
state contest consisting of twenty-six speeches was published as a 
University bulletin. This was a valuable contribution as campaign 
material on all phases of the issue. 

Approximately one thousand student-citizens participated in 
these public discussions and became earnest advocates of concrete 
citizenship interests involved in the issue. Teachers became 
aroused on the subject, and many students and teachers took active 
part as genuine civic leaders in the constitutional convention 
campaign immediately prior to the election. 

I have endeavored to set forth as tersely as possible this applica- 
tion of a concrete civic idea in discussion contests. The full mean- 
ing of this form of civic discussion contest will appear most clearly 
by comparison or contrast with our academic debating contests. 
The distingviishing feature of the discussion is that it tends most 
favorably to a complete development of the subject in true per- 
spective. Little or no temptation exists to veil any important 
truth, and all phases of truth may appear in proper relation. No 
artificial limitations are placed upon the subject. It is not treated 
by sides or divisions. It is dealt with as a whole or by angles 
and phases. There may be, and should be, much overlapping in 
important particulars. On the other hand, the debate is marked 
by the effort of each side to obscure and discredit the controlling 
truth that belongs to the other. It inevitably reduces the issue 
already limited by statement to its narrowest possible compass. 
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The discussion should be characterized by the sincerity of 
absolute conviction throughout. Each speaker is acting purely 
upon choice, and there is comparatively little opportunity for a 
coach-made product. This certainly induces civic impulse. The 
team system of debating upon set issues tends to make the debate 
a coach-made sample of special pleading in which each participant 
simply argues the part allotted to him, regardless of conviction. 
This is doubtful civic ethics and invites mockery of civic conscience. 

From the standpoint of practice and training in speaking, I 
should say there is Uttle difference between the discussion and the 
debate except that the discussion is far more practical and real. 
The feature of striving for a decision is an evil in both, but it is 
greatly minimized in the discussion. 

I do not consider the decision a necessary evil in all cases, and I 
think it should be dispensed with unless required for the purposes 
of eliminations in series. All emphasis should be placed upon the 
merits of the case or cases in question, both in the thought of 
speakers and by the audiences. After the discussion, an expression 
might be had from the audience by referendum vote upon the 
merits of the issue in public poUcy. A decision of this kind is of 
far greater moment than the determination of "who beats" by 
artificial and uncertain standards of judgment. If the relative 
merits of the speaking abiUty of the contestants are self -apparent, 
no decision is necessary. If they are not self-apparent, a decision 
cannot make them so. And, in any case, the decision detracts 
from the merits of the issue in civic policy. 

I have found it possible to substitute the stimulus of awakened 
civic interest in the effort of the student for the spur of mere 
contest, by offering the real citizenship occasion. This plan of 
discussion without decision is now being tried in a program of dis- 
cussion between Indiana University and DePauw University in 
non-college towns, covering each of the thirteen congressional 
districts of Indiana. 

As a result of years of observation and experience, both in 
academic practice and in strenuous civic endeavor, I have no hesi- 
tancy in expressing the opinion that the plan of conducting inter- 
scholastic debating contests upon vital civic issues for an affirmative 
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or negative decision, "regardless of the merits of the question," 
is deserving of the most serious criticism and condemnation. It 
tends to exalt an absolutely false standard of success, putting a 
premium on sharp practice and cheapening civic truth. All public- 
spirited citizens have, or should have, very positive convictions 
upon these timely issues, and students should be given opportunity 
to form convictions upon these issues before they are required or 
permitted to speak upon them. It is wrong to have a student- 
citizen advocate or oppose any vital civic proposition without con- 
viction on his part. How often is this considered in making up 
debating teams ? With questions so vital and debating standards 
so uncertain, it is anomalous to expect a judge to render a decision 
upon "effective debating, regardless of the merits of the question." 
Imagine a stalwart conservative or an enthusiastic progressive 
determining "effective debating" upon the recall of judges, or 
the initiative and referendum, "regardless of the merits of the 
question." 

If Jove laughs at lovers' vows and sneers at taxpayers' oaths, 
surely he must guffaw at these judges' decisions. Most intelligent 
and conscientious judges differ as widely as the poles as to what 
constitutes "effective debating." Such a system of judging makes 
the choice of judges the all-important consideration. We have 
seen it manipulated at times in ways that would amount to stulti- 
fication if it were anything else but academic finesse. Under this 
system, the debater trains to "get the judge," regardless of truth 
or justice so far as his motive is concerned. Who shall say that 
this is not vocational training for conscienceless politics, pettifogging 
law practice, and crooked business ? We can easily promote pro- 
ficiency in this direction, but is this to be encouraged ? 

If we cannot overcome this evil emphasis of expediency rather 
than principle in our public-speaking contests, we should abandon 
the use of serious civic issues and go back to meaningless quibbles. 
Thus we can teach speaking without debasing citizenship. To 
inculcate special pleading and sharp practice in the youthful 
citizen in his first actual consideration of civic problems may work 
a fatal perversion of the self-governing spirit of citizenship. The 
lack of civic conscience among the people, even educated people, is 
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literally appalling now. The state cries aloud to the school for 
better citizens and real civic leaders. 

The promotion of public discussion in all communities by uni- 
versity extension is a badly needed application of vocational edu- 
cation to civic training. This is the revival of the old country 
debating society under modem educational and civic standards; 
In these extension community clubs, assistance and encouragement 
by the university are given to the study and discussion of live civic 
topics only. This preserves the constant influence of the genuine 
public assembly where the voice of the people may be heard. It 
heralds the civic awakening of well-meaning people, which can only 
come through understanding and interest. Lacking these, our 
worst public ills will forever haunt us. We need the true democracy 
of enlightened public opinion. 

Our public-speaking departments can minister directly to this 
end. We can help our students to develop true civic messages 
and can give them the inspiration of genuine audiences. High- 
school and university students made preparation in public-speaking 
classes last year for addresses before civic discussion clubs in many 
parts of Indiana. This was made possible through our extension 
work in civic discussion clubs and high-school discussion contests. 
This was not only real public speaking, but it was true public service. 
Public-speaking contests conducted along these concrete lines will 
be applied civics, vitalized by the spur of healthful contest. From 
an academic game we can create a civic forum. 



